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CHAPTER ONE — THE SIGNAL
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1. The Hijacking

The first time Channel 3 hijacked America, it happened at 2:14 a.m. on a Tuesday—one of those hours when only the lonely, the restless, and the regretful are awake. Screens flickered in laundromats, hospital waiting rooms, truck-stop diners, and in the dim living rooms of people who had sworn they were going to bed hours earlier.

No logo. No intro music. Just a single camera pointed at a wooden desk and a microphone that looked borrowed from a forgotten radio era. Then a voice—calm, steady, a little tired—said:

“If you are receiving this broadcast, you are not alone. Tonight’s letter is called ‘The Weight of What We Don’t Say.’”

Across the country, thousands froze. A nurse mid-sip of stale coffee. A long-haul driver pulling into an empty rest area. A college dropout scrolling through job listings she would never apply to. All of them held still, sensing something unusual—not dangerous, but undeniably intimate.

The voice read a letter from a man in Ohio who had worked at the same factory for thirty-three years, only to wake one morning and find it shuttered without warning. He didn’t talk about the unemployment forms or the search for a new job. He talked about the silence that filled the kitchen when he told his wife. He talked about the way the refrigerator hummed louder than she did.

Nothing about it was sensational. It was simply honest. Uncomfortably honest.

Then the signal cut out. The regular channels returned—the ads, the sitcom reruns, the news anchors rehearsing empathy.

People blinked at their screens, unsure if they had witnessed something strange or something necessary.

By breakfast, no one could find Channel 3.

By dinner, more people were whispering about it.

By midnight, the novel had already begun writing itself into the country’s bloodstream.

And somewhere in the Midwest, a lone transmitter blinked against the dark, waiting for the next letter.

2. Evan Morales Doesn’t Touch the Remote

Evan Morales watched the screen like it might notice him back.

He was parked off Route 30, engine idling, the dash clock glowing 2:17 a.m. His rig smelled like coffee gone bitter and the inside of his own jacket—sweat, metal, something that used to be pine. He’d been hauling medical supplies west for eleven hours straight and still had another four to go, but the voice on Channel 3 had pressed pause on his body.

When the broadcast cut back to a weather channel—maps, colors, a man smiling too hard—Evan didn’t move. His hand hovered inches from the remote, fingers stiff, as if the smallest action might erase whatever had just brushed past him.

He had heard that kind of silence before.

It lived in the room the night his father died, when nobody wanted to be the first to cry because that would make it real. It lived in his ex-wife’s pauses—those half-seconds before she said she was “fine” and meant the opposite. It lived in the cab of this truck, humming louder at night than it ever did during the day.

Evan reached into the center console and pulled out a folded envelope. It was old now, creased until the paper felt soft as cloth. He hadn’t mailed it. He hadn’t even reread it. But sometimes, late, he took it out just to remind himself it existed.

The letter wasn’t addressed to anyone in particular. That felt important. Like once you named who it was for, it would stop being true.

He thought about the voice on Channel 3. Not dramatic. Not urgent. Just... present. Like it had nowhere else to be.
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